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U.S. SUPREME COURT 


Court to hear Texas death row case 


Justices to weigh defense’s claim that ‘mitigating 
evidence’ could have resulted in life sentence. 


By Chuck Lindell 
clindell@statesman.com 


The U.S. Supreme Court 
takes on another Texas death 
penalty case Monday, and, like 
most reviews, this one focuses 
on whether the legal system is 
providing adequate protections 


before the ultimate punishment 
is enforced. 

Defense lawyers are not chal- 
lenging the guilt of Carlos Ayestas 
in the 1995 beating and strangula- 
tion death of 67-year-old Santiaga 
Paneque in her Houston home. 

Rather, they’ll use Monday’s 
oral arguments in Washington 


to contend that federal courts 
are withholding money needed 
to properly investigate Ayestas’ 
schizophrenia, history of brain 
injuries and similar issues. Known 
as mitigating evidence, such infor- 
mation is supposed to be pro- 
vided to jurors before they decide 
whether a capital murder defen- 
dant deserves to take responsi- 
bility for the crime by being put 
to death. 

During a brief presentation in 


the punishment 
phase of Ayestas’ 
trial, the only 
mitigating evi- 
dence presented 
by defense law- 
yers came from 
a Harris County 
Jail teacher who 
described the inmate as a serious 
and attentive student. 

Unless the federal courts 
reverse their tightfisted policies 


Ayestas 


and provide money for a special- 
ized investigator, defense lawyers 
say, Ayestas will be executed with- 
out any judge or juror hearing evi- 
dence that could have resulted 
in a sentence of life in prison, 
not death. 

The Texas case “will test our 
commitment to fair trials,” not 
only for Ayestas but for other 
death row inmates, said Bran- 
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CRIMINAL JUSTICE 


Rental companies 
use obscure law to 
impose jail threat 


Statute puts unwitting 
customers at risk of 
criminal theft charges. 


By Jay Root 
and Shannon Najmabadi 
Texas Tribune 


When Melinda Sandlin walked 
out of Discount Furniture in Aus- 
tin in late 2014, she was sure the 
store had put her on a payment 
plan to buy a new bedroom suite 
worth $2,750. 

A year later, after realizing she 
had sent in more than $3,000 for 
her seven-piece set, she figured she 
was done. So Sandlin told the store 
clerk she wasn’t going to be mak- 
ing any more monthly payments. 

“I already bought it out,” she 
recalls telling them. “And they’re 


like, ‘Oh no, read your contract. 
It’s a rental contract. It’s not a 
purchase contract.’” 

That’s when her nightmare 
began. 

Sandlin, 43, had signed a “rent- 
to-own” contract through a com- 
pany called Acceptance Now — a 
division of Plano-based Rent-A-Cen- 
ter, one of the largest rent-to-own 
companies in the United States. 
Sandlin had no clue the company 
had embedded itself in regular fur- 
niture stores around the country. 

Not only would Sandlin have to 
pay another $5,000 in order to 
keep her bedroom set — on top of 
the more than $3,000 she'd already 
paid — she found out the company 
has a legal hammer unique to the 
rental industry. And taped phone 
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Melinda 
Sandlin of 
Austin was 
threatened 
with arrest 
by arental 
company 
when she 
decided to 
stop making 
payments. 
CHARLIE PEARCE 
/FORTEXAS 
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HEALTH CARE 


Open enrollment to reveal 
contrasts for consumers 


States with exchanges 
can sidestep turmoil of 
Trump’s cuts to ACA. 


By Kyle Potter 
Associated Press 


ST. PAUL, MINN. — The Trump 
administration’s efforts to under- 
mine the Affordable Care Act 
have health care advocates and 
insurers concerned that the open 
enrollment period will be one of 
chaos and confusion. 

That’s not true everywhere. 

A dozen states operate their 
own health insurance market- 
places, maintaining control over 


PERSONAL HNANCE EATRA 


HOW TO AVOID BUYING 
AFLOOD-HARMED CAR 
ii a 


ONLY IN THE EPAPER 
Personal Finance Extra 
in today’s ePaper 


Get tips on handling your money, 
available only to subscribers at 
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advertising and the help they can 
offer consumers. That will create 
a striking difference when open 
enrollment begins Wednesday 
between those states and the oth- 
ers that rely on the federal mar- 
ketplace, essentially creating a 
tale of two countries. 

For the individual health insur- 
ance market in much of the coun- 
try, the Trump administration 
has slashed spending on advertis- 
ing by 90 percent and drastically 
reduced budgets for the groups 
that help consumers choose a 
plan. 

It cut the open enrollment peri- 
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d Platting Commission have different approaches to Code- 


Next, the massive land-use code overhaul now underway. PHOTOS BY RALPH BARRERA / AMERICAN-STATESMAN 


Land use boards at 
odds over CodeNext 


One wants to push forward; the other urges a slower pace. 


By Philip Jankowski 
pjankowski@statesman.com 


It was roughly 11:40 p.m. Tues- 
day at Austin City Hall, and Plan- 
ning Commission board member 
Nuria Zaragoza was trying to get 
everyone to agree on removing 
the specific timeline from a hand- 
drawn flow chart. 

“Can we please just call the 
question?” Zaragoza said. “I feel 
like we need to leave tonight.” 

It was midway through the 
eighth hour that members of 
the 13-person advisory board 
had been discussing CodeNext. 

The lengthy discussion over 
Zaragoza’s motion, which was 
related to the Planning Commis- 
sion’s schedule for review of the 
city’s massive land-use rewrite, 
might have seemed overwrought 
to the uninitiated. 

But the ending vote just shy of 
midnight set in place a schedule 
that would hold the commission 
in step with CodeNext’s planned 
approval in April. The Planning 
Commission’s continued march 
forward has placed the group at 
odds with its counterpart, the 
Zoning and Platting Commis- 
sion, which has tended to urge 


The $300 million deal to restore 
electricity to the storm-ravaged 
island is under investigation. 
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Austin City Council Member Sabino “Pio” Renteria (center) goes 
over maps of District 3 with some of his constituents during an open 
house for CodeNext, the city’s massive land-use rewrite, in the 
lobby of Austin City Hall last month. 


slowing the pace of CodeNext’s 
adoption. 

Their decisions could affect the 
timeline of CodeNext’s approval, 
its final cost to taxpayers — and 
could even lead to the unravel- 
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DECODING CODENEXT 

Visit CodeNext Hub at 
codenexthub.org for extensive 
coverage of CodeNext by the 
American-Statesman and other 
leading Central Texas news 
outlets. Follow us on Twitter at 
@codenexthub. 


To subscribe: Call 512-445-4040 
or visit statesman.com/subscribe 
© 2017 Austin American-Statesman 


Vol. 147 No. 97 
WN 20202 


7 8 


